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St Thomas Aquinas on Heredity 
REV. PAUL GALEA, O.P. 

THE problem of heredity is amply dealt with in contemporary 
literature, and this may lead one to imagine that this ques

tion has arisen in comparatively modern times. On the contrary, 
however, St. Thomas Aquinas had already established the theory 
of heredity in the middle of the thirteenth century. 

Relying on commonsense observations and guided by true 
philosophical principles, the Angelic Doctor came to the conclu
sions admitted by modern scientists. Although he did not live in 
a time when baderio1ogical. chemical, anatomical and other 
scientific experiments could be easily made, yet, his teaching is 
quite consistent with modern thought. It is an absolute fact that 
modern scientists have not formulated the theory of heredity, 
but have only scientifically qonfirmed what had been taught by 
the g-reat Doctor. 

THE TEACHING OF ST THOMAS AQUINAS 

The teaching of St Thomas Aquinas on the inheritance of 
parental characteristics may he summarized as follows: 

"There is a certain natl]]:al disposition demanded by the 
human species, that is, that no man can he without it. This dis
position is natmal in respect of the specific nahlre. But since 
this disposition has a certain latitude, it happens that the dif
ferent grades ('.f this disposition are proper to different men in 
respect of their individual natme" (1-11, Q. 1-1T, a. 1). 

"Those things that concern the nature of the species are 
transmitted bv parents to their children. 11n1ess there is a defect 
of nature (1-11, Q. LXXXI, a. 2)", as happens with monsters. 
Thl1F:, once a man beiSets a man, he hegets him risihle (De Malo 
Q. TV, a. 8) and endowec1 with thA visual sense (1), 1111less na
ture fails" (1-11. Q. LXXXI, a. 2). 

"The begotten 1S similar to the begetter in all those things 

(1) Risibility' is n property of human nature as Ruch. Hencf', he who 
begets a son begets him necessarily endowed with risibility. 

The visual sense is a property of man, although it does not belong 
to him t'xcIusively. Consequently, a blind man does not necessarily 
beget n blind son, once .ht' begets a man, that is to say, once he 
begets one similar to him in the nature of the species, an'd unless 
nattlre fails. 
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that concern the nature of the species; it is not, however, neces
sary that it should be simiiar with regard to those characteristics 
which belong to the individual as such (11 Sent. Dist. XX, Q. 
n, a. 3). However, if the power of the begetter is strong, even 
certain characteristics pertaining to the individual, may be trans
mitted to the children" (De Malo Q. IV, a. 8). 

"Things may pertain directly to the individual, such as per
sonal acts and matters affecting them. These are not transmit
ted by parents to their children: for a grammarian does not 
transmit to his son the knowledge of grammar that he has ac
quired by his own study." 

"Besides, things may pertain to the individual as being cer
tain qualities pertaining to a nl1tural individual complexion, such 
as fleetness of body, l1cuteness of intellect l1nd so forth. These 
are transmitted hy parents to childrell, if nature is strong" (1-11, 
Q. J..JXXXI. a. 2). 

"With regard to the qualities pertaining to the nl1tural in
dividual complexion, we must distinguish between the qualitieR 
pertl1ining only to the body, l1nd those "pertaining only to the 
mind." 

"Qul1lities pertaining only to the. body ml1y be transmitted. 
Thus a white man ()ften begets a white man. On the contrary, 
(lua1ities pertaining to the mind are not transmittable, for l1 
gramml1rian never begets a grammaril1n, nor does a physiciRt 
beget l1 physicist" (2) (De Malo, Q. IV, a. 8). 

"However, l1lthough quaIlties pertaining to the mind are 
not directly transmittable as such, they may be transmitted ac
cording to their dispositions (11 Sent. Dist. XX, Q. n, a. 3, in 
so far as by rel180n of the complexion of the body some may be 
well disposed and others not, to accidents pertaining to the 
mind. " 

"Thus with reg-ard to wit, certain sensitive powers are acts 
of certain parts of the body, according to the complexion of 
which, these sensitive powers are helped or hindered in the exer
cise of their acts, and, In consequence, the rational powers also, 
which the aforesaid sensitive powers assist (1-11, Q. LXIII, a. 
1L As a matter of fact, owing to the complexion of the body, 

(2) A grammarian does not beget a son having the knowledge of gram
mar, nor does a physicist beget a son having the knowledge of 
physics. 
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and since we need 8ensiti ve powers for the operations o.f the in
tellect, one man is more apt to understand than another"" (3). 

"In the same way, on the pad of the individual's nature, 
flOme are disposed from their bodily temperament to chastity, Or 
llleekness, or sut:h like" (1-11, Q. LI, a. 1). 

"Now although the selllen does llot contain the human soul, 
yet it has a disposition for the reception of the human soul, and 
for this reason we notice that children are similar to their pa
rents not only in bodilY defects, but even in the defects of the 
soul; thus an irascible person begets an irascible son: and imbe
ciles are born of imbeciles" (In Epis, ad Rom. Cap. V, Led. 3; 
De Potentia Q. Ill, a. 9 ad 7). 

"The power of him who begeb, in force 01 which children 
are similar to their parents, is not as perfect in the son as it was 
in the ,father, and still less in the nephew, and so forth lesser 
still" (IV Sent. Dist. XL ,a 1). 

St Thomas Aquinas's teaching is in perfect harmony with 
the teaching of modern .Eugenics. 
THE TEACHING OF MODERN EUGENICS 

In modern Eugenics, by heredity is meant the transmISSIOn 
of parental, physit:al, and psyt:hical characteristics, through the 
medium of the germ-cell (4). "\Vhen a t:haracteristic is not h'ans
mitted through the germ-cell, but is due to a factor acting dired
lyon the embryo after fertilization has taken place l it is not 
inherited but congenital. On the other hand, when a character
istic is manifested months, and even years, after birth, it is not 
necessarily acquired, but IlHty have been inherited. Nor can a 
characteristic be assumed to have been inherited due to the fact 
that for three or more generations, parents and children show 
the same tendencies, for such tendencies may be caused by en
viromnent (5). 

Consequently, only those physical and psychi:cal character
istics are inherited which are transmitted through the generative 
element. ' 

(3) 

(4) 

(5) 

And one man may have a natural disposition for literature, an
other for science, and so forth. 
J. T. Th:Omas, Heredity, London-1908; 
G. AIlevi, Gli stupefacenti ,Roma-1931, p, 91; 
H, E. BI'rUll1an O.P., General Psychology, New York-1938, p. 298. 
J. Donat S.J., Summa Philosophiae (Jhristianae IV, Insbruch-
1926, p. 208. 
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By the gellerative elewellt through which parental charctc
teristics are acquired, is meant the particles of the nucleus of the 
germ-cell which are cal~ed chromosoncs. '1'he llumoer of. such 
chromosolles in a fertilized ovum which is the gellesis of human 
life is forty-eight, hair of which come from the ovum, and the 
other ha if from (he sperm-cell (6). Characteristics which are llot 
transwitted through the chl'omooones are not inherited. They 
may be congeniia> or acquired. 

Experimental studies have shown that the ovum and the 
sperm can be modified through several factors. 'rhese ceils do not 
remain immutable, when in the fluids in which they are bathed 
and on which they depend for their sustenance great changes 
take place, such as those due to alcohol (7), narcotics (8), syphi
lis (9) and other diseases. Moreover, experimental studies have 
shown that the germ-cell contains a series of forces which con
trol and direct the development of each separate organ o.f the 

(6) H. Sutherland, Laws of life, Sheed & Ward-1943, p. 113. 
A. Kiihn, La teoria dell'ereditarietu, Trad. Ita!. Cap. 3, Torino-
1945, p. 61. 
C. C. Hent&chel-W. It. lYimey Cook, Biology for mdclical students, 
Longll1ans Green & Co., p. 707. 

(7) A. F. Tredgold, :Mental deficiency, LOlldon-1922, p. 31-34. 
A .. Shaw Bolton, The brain in health and disease, London-19.L4, 
p.226. 
F. M. Durhall1 & H. 1\1. '\Voods are of opinion that exposu;re to 
alcohol does not injul'l' the germ-cells, and that the abnolmalities 
which appear in the children lllay be the result of inheritance and 
not due to the effect of alcohol 011 the parents (Cfr. F. 1\1. Durham
H. :M. Woods, Alcohol and inheritance, an experimental study, 
Medical research council, London-1932) . 
• J. iJ. Conybeare wrote: There are many factors in the aetiology 
of alcohi:llism. Heledity is certainly one, but direct inheritance of 
alcoholic ten'dency is less cOllllllon bhan might be imagined. Often 
the causes aI e occupational.. .... (Ch. Sir J. Conybeare, Textbook 
of medicine by various author:;, Edinburgh-1947, p. 268). 

(8) G. Allevi, Gli stupefacenti, Roma-1931, p. 26. 
(9) V. 1\Ioutesano, La lotta contro le malattie veneree, Roma-1922, 

p.25. 
P. Fou, SuIl'igi(,ne fisica e lllorale della gioventu, Roma-1923, 
p. 2l. 
G. Franceschilli, Vita sessuale, Milallo-1935, p. 296; 
1<'. 1\L B. \Valshe, Diseases of the nervous system, Edillburgll'-1946. 
p. 18l. 
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body (10). 
Since the ovum and the sperm are not immutable, parental 

dmraetel'istics lllay be transmitted, when the nucleus of the 
male cell fuses with that of the ovum in the act of fertilization. 
And since the germ-cell contains forces which control and direct 

. each separate organ of the body, a weak ofIspring results after 
the union of weak generative cells (11). 

One may easily notice how correct St rrhomas was when, in 
his theological books, he wrote that parental characteristics are 
transmitted to the children . 'through the power of him who be
gets" (12), and when he wrote that . 'although in the semen 
there is not the human soul, yet it has a disposition for the re
ception of the human soul" (13). 

Modern scientists speak of several sorts qf inheritance. For 
instance, when a child resembles Olle parent only, that parent is 
described as absolutely prepotent, and the child is an example 
of exclusive inheritallce. And when an offspring inherits charac
teristics from both parents, but only one· quality is visible to the 
apparent exclusion of the other, the characteristic which appears 
is called dominant, while the characteristic cOllcealed is called 
recessive. In such a case the parent is an impure dominant. 

Sometimes the characteristics of both parents appear dis
tinct and unblended in the child, such as when the eyes differ 

. in colour, one colour being inherited from the father, the other 
from the mother. In such a case inheritance is called particulate. 
And when a child shQws a blending of certain characteristics of 
the parents, such as the brown skin of the child of a black 
woman by a white man, there is a blended inheritance (14). 

Bearing in mind the classifications of inheritance mentioned 
it can be perceived that when the recessive element in the sperm 
and the recessive element in the ovum are united together, one 
or more of the children in a family of an apparently normal 

(10) 1\1. Hartog, Problems of life and reproduction, 1913; 
H. M. ve'l'non, Yal'iatioll in animals and plants, 1903; 
'Vatson, British medical journal, Vo!. Il, 1906. 

(11) A. Marro, The influence of age of parents in offspring, Problems 
in eugenics, 1912. 

(12) IV Sent. Dist. 40, a 1. 
(13) In Epis. ad Rom. Cap. V, Lec. 3. 
(14) H. Sutherland, Law;; of life, Sheed & Ward-1934, p. 108. 

lbid., p. 122. 
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couple may be mentally deficient. If the recessive element in the 
sperm and the recessive element in the ovum had not united, 
the children \vould not have been rnentally defective, and the 
recessive characteristics of the parents would have remained 
hidden (15). 

From a ctudy of the above classifications of inheritance it 
may also be fully understood that if one of the generative cells 
is not dominan t, the individual characteristics would not be 
transmitted. As a matter of fact sCIentists observe that while the 
mating of unhealthy individuals may accentuate the deficiency , 
the mating of healthy with unhealthy ones may eradicate the 
abnormality (16), so that feeble-mindeness and. vice may be ma
ni,fested in four generations and then die out. Typical examples 
are the Edwards, the J ukes and other families (17). 

In the same way, the mating of normal individuals favours 
the normality, which however in successive generations may not 
be perfect and may die out as well, as can be easily observed in 
the grandsons of men of genius. 

This teaching of modern Eugenics was already propounded 
by St Thomas Aguinas in the Thirteenth Century. As a matter 
of fact he taught that it is not necessary that the son should 
inherit the parental individual characteristics, but tlus happens 
only when' 'the power of the begetter is strong" (18). The An
gelic Doctor taught also that parental individual characteristics 
are not expected to be found in the same degree in the sons anJ 
grandsons (19). 

An inherited characteristic mentioned as an example by 
modern scientists as well as by St Thomas Aquinas is mental 
deficiency, 

(To be continued) 

(15) Ibid. p. 122. 
(16) A. F. Tredgold, :;\Iental deficiency, London-1922, p. 38. 
(17) A. E. Winship, Jukes-Edwards: a study in education and hereclit;v 

-Harrisburg--1900. 
H. H. Go'dard, The Kallikat family : a study in heredity of fooble
mind{ dneHs, New York-19l2. 
E. H. Kite, 'lhe Pine~'s, Surrey-1913; 
E. de Paoli, Corn:; mori Napokone, Roma-1924, p. 40. 
D. K. Hellc1ersoll-R. D. Gillespie, A text-book of psychiatry, 
Oxford-1936. 

(18) II Sent. Dist. 20, Q, 2, a. 3; De Malo, Q. IV, a. 8. 
(19) IV Sent. Dist. '10, a. 1. 




